Ever since Rembrandt's painting of Aristotle came to the Museum, unprecedented crowds have flocked to see it. Throngs of spectators constantly press up to the protective enclosure before it; on weekends there have been long lines stretching out onto Fifth Avenue, waiting for a chance to admire it.
Within the half-shadows, there is a play of reflected lights, giving an undercurrent of throbbing life to these areas and emphasizing the stillness of the face.
This play of light, leading our eyes gently from one part of the painting to another, inevitably carries our attention to the face, which stands out isolated against the deep shadows of the curtain. It is in the face that we find the key to the power with which the picture stirs our emotions. It lies, I believe, in the contrast of the clearly lighted, forcefully modeled nose and mouth and cheeks, with the eyes, veiled in transparent half-shadow.
From the numerous self-portraits Rembrandt painted, we know that for him the eyes were the most vital part of the human face. No other artist has ever achieved anything like the eloquence with which he was able to paint them. The eyes in this painting make no direct communication with us; they glow with an inner light. The shadow that half conceals them lends a certain mystery, giving us the feeling that the philosopher's thoughts have entered a world of reverie. This shadow, this implication that the most communicative features in the face, the eyes, traditionally the seat of the soul, are beyond the border of clarity and comprehension, best accounts for the compelling power of the picture.
The almost infinite variety of subtly changing tones in the painting draws attention to one of its most extraordinary elements: the contrast between the extreme restraint of the color scheme, limited almost entirely to browns and yellows, and the great richness of the variation of tone and hue within this narrow range. Hardly two strokes of the brush seem to repeat the same tone. Rembrandt prepared a new mixture on the palette each time before touching the canvas with his brush. His brushwork, moreover, is always purposeful and sure. There is no hesitation evident anywhere. The oil medium is used to the fullest extent of its wide range, from the thickest and most opaque impasto to the smoothest and most deeply transparent glazes. Rembrandt had reached a time in his career as a painter when he knew exactly how to express the feelings and ideas that inspired him.
The commission to paint this picture, indeed, came to him at just the moment that we have come to regard as the finest period in his career. The order, as far as we know, was the only one that Rembrandt ever received from an Italian or, for that matter, from any foreign collector of note. Don Antonio Ruffo, who asked Rembrandt to paint this work, belonged to a family that had played an important role in Calabria ever since the early Middle Ages. He was born in I61o, four years after Rembrandt, and was the youngest of six children of the Duke of Bagnara. After his father's death, his mother, who came from a prominent family in Sicily, returned to Messina, where she built a large palace in the newly erected quarter near the harbor. Here Don Antonio made his home. He was a man of great wealth, who personally supervised the affairs of his estate. He also played an active part in the government of Messina. Five times elected senator, he led a successful opposition to the Count of Ayala, the Spanish viceroy, who tried to abrogate the ancient privileges of the city. Don Antonio was a cultivated man and a lover of the arts. His tastes were reflected in his family life, for his sons were musicians, painters, and poets. His palace was a gathering place for artists, writers, and scientists, with whom he founded an academy of the fine arts. The palace was splendidly decorated with mythological frescoes, sculpture, goldsmiths' work, and tapestries, the latter including a set designed by Rubens. The main hall was lined with busts of Greek and Roman heroes. He also had a collection of medals which was famous in its time, an important library, and a pinacoteca, or picture gallery, on which he lavished a great deal of attention. He carried on a lively correspondence with purchasing agents and the painters themselves, and kept a catalogue that listed each Ruffo probably commissioned the painting in I652. There are no existing documents to prove this, for the original order has been lost, but Rembrandt signed the work in 1653, and we know that it arrived in Messina the following year on the ship "Bartolommeus." The bill for the shipping charges still exists in the Ruffo archives, signed by a certain Cornelis Gysbert van Gaor, or van Goor, who was in contact with Rembrandt in Amsterdam, and received his orders from Ruffo's agent in Messina. The bill is very detailed. It gives the price for the picture as 500 florins, which we know from later correspondence was considered a very high one. Indeed, Don Antonio wrote that it was four times the sum that he was accustomed to pay the most prominent Italian artists for the same kind of painting. The bill also lists the price for the box, for packing, for weighing, and for loading on board ship-all vivid details which bring us very close to this significant transaction.
Because the original order for the picture has been lost, the identification of the subject presents a complex problem. In the past it has been interpreted in various ways, and called a Phil- Rembrandt's conception of the philosopher is the only example in all of his work of a humanistic theme of this nature, and it is interesting to wonder who originated this moving and poetic idea. At first, one might think that it came from Don Antonio in his original commission for the picture, since he was a product of Mediterranean civilization, brought up among the ruins of classical antiquity in what had been Magna Graecia. There must have been constant reminders of the ancient world in the decoration of his palace and in many of the objects in his collection. We also know from the inventory of the collection that he owned a bronze bust of Aristotle.
It is strange, however, that in his correspondence with Guercino about a painting to hang with the Rembrandt, he never mentioned its subject, nor does he seem to have done so in at least two other such commissions. Nevertheless, Rembrandt's painting connects both Alexander and Homer with the philosopher, and the artist also made separate paintings of these figures, as explained below. From the inventory of Rembrandt's possessions, finally, we know that he too owned a bust of Aristotle, as well as one of Homer. In fact, he probably used the latter as a model for this picture.
It is, therefore, quite possible that Don Antonio's original order was only for a philosopher, and that it was Rembrandt who conceived the idea of sending him an Aristotle. Since the letters commissioning the picture are lost, this problem will probably never be solved, and it is best to think of the work as a collaboration between the 
